[Endothelium-derived relaxing factor(s): endogenous nitrates in the circulation?].
Endothelial cells release a potent vasodilator which activates guanylate cyclase and thereby induces relaxation of vascular smooth muscle cells. The so-called endothelium-derived relaxing factor (EDRF) is released by acetylcholine, local and circulating hormones, and substances released from aggregating platelets or formed during activation of the coagulation cascade. Nitric oxide (NO) probably accounts for the factor's activity. Thus, endothelial cells produce endogenous nitrates causing vasodilatation and inhibition of platelet adhesion and aggregation. Under physiological conditions, EDRF may play a role in the prevention of vasospasm and thrombosis. On the other hand, the impairment of endothelial regulatory mechanisms in atherosclerosis and hypertension may be involved in the pathogenesis of vascular occlusion and thereby of myocardial infarction, stroke and peripheral vascular disease.